Things to do at the end of the world II
Buy Land
Introduction

I attempted to say yesterday that many people on this island have experienced the events of recent months as an ending of the settled world they had known. This ending of the world is not just an individual experience of disappointment or despair but a complete dismantling of the way they knew things to be.

In considering how we as the church might respond to these community or national events I used the experience of the destruction of Jerusalem and subsequent exile as a metaphor. More specifically we looked at the words of Jeremiah and the book of lamentations.

One necessary thing that we can do at this world ending is to rediscover the practice of lament in our worship.

But lament by itself is not sufficient, we also need to articulate in word and action an alternative story that can emerge from the ruins of the ending. And this is where we come to this morning. This is the creative activity of the prophet to dare to imagine that things need not stay this way forever.

You won’t be surprised to hear from someone involved with the Skainos Project that one of the things we do at the ending of the world is BUY LAND. It is a counter-intuitive act – as counter-intuitive as buying land in Ireland today.

Read Jeremiah 32:1-15

The Story
Jeremiah is doubly bound here. He is imprisoned in a hole in a city which is itself imprisoned. He languishes there because he had dared to speak the truth about the fate that would befall the city because of its disobedience. And the King didn’t like that.

People accused him of lacking civic responsibility. Of deserting the cause. Of not being sufficiently patriotic in their time of national emergency.

Indeed he had firmly opposed the words of all the leaders of the nation, including the priests, the prophets and even the king himself. Whilst all the others spoke of renewed greatness for the nation, Jeremiah alone predicted the direst future. The inevitability of destruction. And despite the best efforts of the royal and religious spin-doctors, the people were getting restless, and leaders don't like that. For what Jeremiah knew, that no-one else seemed to understand was that this was God's will. Nebuchadnezzar the arrogant, supremely confident, and pagan, Emperor was God's ordained servant to execute judgement on faithless Judah. Only in this way could God redeem his people. 

So he was imprisoned and charged with treason (38:4)
He remained there a long time in the darkness and the dampness crept into his bones until even his spirit was chilled. 

At the height of the siege, when the shouts of the Babylonian army were resounding off of the hills and citizens of Jerusalem were dying by the hour, Jeremiah received the strangest of visits in his royal prison. In fulfilment of a word from the Lord to Jeremiah, his cousin Hanamel came into the courtyard to urge Jeremiah to redeem a piece of family land in Anathoth. 
Some suspected that Hanamel simply wanted to finance his escape from the doomed city, raising some money to bribe Babylonian soldiers to ensure safe passage. For only the most desperate would be concerned about selling or buying land when a world superpower was hammering at the gates and the city was starving, and all other options were closed off. There was no future for the city or the nation. Even now Babylonian divisions were camping on the very land that Hanamel wanted to sell, defiling the land of promise with their waste and their pagan worship. Surely no-one would be foolish enough to buy land at this time. 

Nobody that is, except the prophet of the Lord who in obedience to God bought that plot of land, weighing out the silver very carefully, seventeen shekels in total. And then, in a very public display, before the eyes of the stricken city, he had both copies of the deeds witnessed, and placed inside a clay jar, so that they would last a long time (32:14). 

Why do this when the history of the nation was about to end in such a violent and final way? 

It seems even Jeremiah asked this question of God. Even as he went through all the ritual he wondered at the foolishness of it all, sensing perhaps that even at this last moment, God might relent and save them. In the rest of the chapter that we read Jeremiah rehearsed before God the glorious history of Israel. How God had miraculously intervened on their behalf so many times. Now was their hour of greatest need. Now was their future darkest. So he urges God to take at look at the siege ramps built up against the walls of his beloved city. Hear the cries of his people. Feel their hunger and their desperation at the inevitability of conquest. 

But at the end of his prayer the Sovereign Lord repeats the instruction to buy a field and witness the transaction. 

And, in a word specially to Jeremiah, the foolish purchaser of conquered land, the Lord says "once more countless fields will be bought and sold and witnessed in this land as I restore the fortunes of Judah." 

You see the purchase of the field in Anathoth was supremely an action of hope, mirroring the purchase of a field by Abraham so long ago. Both were symbolic. Both witnessing to the future. Both expressing life lived today in anticipation of a time to come. Both an investment in the future. 

For in an utterly hopeless situation, Jeremiah determines to live in obedience to God's word, as if everything was normal. And in this way he lived a prophetic life. 

The two copies of the land deeds are stored away as a sign of hope, that one day, as the Lord has said, normal activity would be resumed. An affirmation of hope in the darkest hour. 

What to do, then?

So to adjust the Brueggemann question we asked yesterday:

What difference does it make to have faith which permits and requires this form of action?

Let me make three quick comments.

1. Sometimes, when the world is ending, mere preaching and praying can be irresponsible. 

Just as yesterday, when I said praise can become a tyranny, mere preaching can be a flight from our duty. You will note that the prophet’s words about the impending fate of Judah are backed up and illustrated by actions. Foolish actions. Costly actions. Public actions.

It is the action of Jeremiah that provides the most stirring imagining of what could be beyond the ending of the world.

2. At the end of the world, people are desperate for a strong, convicting, motivating hope for the future.

What the world requires when all around is falling is a compelling vision that there is an alternative hope. And the bold faith to articulate that vision despite the evidence of our eyes.

Once again, says Jeremiah, houses and fields will be bought in this land. For us, this will sometimes mean committing long-term to our communities when everyone else seems to be deserting them – governments, the private sector and even the people themselves have given up hope. We stay with a strong hope for the future.


3. When the world is ending our communities need people who are going to live today as if the hoped-for future has already come. 
Living true to their stirring imagination of what could be, beyond the ending of the world. For living prophetically is not just about what we say but about how we live.
Jeremiah purchased land he would never see. A field he would never plant nor harvest. But he knew that if he lived faithfully today, that someone, sometime in the future would plant and harvest. And that was enough for him. We need to live with a willingness to act in such a way that future generations will receive blessings we may never see.

Jeremiah becomes the first Israelite to own land in the anticipated new order in God's future for his people. The purchase of the field is based on Jeremiah's conviction that this land, rather than the land of Babylon, will offer long-term hope for God's people. Even though the city was to be destroyed and the land defiled, in God's plan there was no other means of hope.
Plant Sequoias
I close with a poem from Wendall Berry titled “The Mad Farmer Liberation Front”

    Love the quick profit, the annual raise,

    vacation with pay. Want more

    of everything ready-made. Be afraid

    to know your neighbors and to die.

    And you will have a window in your head.

    Not even your future will be a mystery

    any more. Your mind will be punched in a card

    and shut away in a little drawer.

    When they want you to buy something

    they will call you. When they want you

    to die for profit they will let you know.

    So, friends, every day do something

    that won't compute. Love the Lord.

    Love the world. Work for nothing.

    Take all that you have and be poor.

    Love someone who does not deserve it.

    Denounce the government and embrace

    the flag. Hope to live in that free

    republic for which it stands.

    Give your approval to all you cannot

    understand. Praise ignorance, for what man

    has not encountered he has not destroyed.

    Ask the questions that have no answers.

    Invest in the millennium. Plant sequoias.

    Say that your main crop is the forest

    that you did not plant,

    that you will not live to harvest.

    Say that the leaves are harvested

    when they have rotted into the mold.

    Call that profit. Prophesy such returns.

    Put your faith in the two inches of humus

    that will build under the trees

    every thousand years.

    Listen to carrion - put your ear

    close, and hear the faint chattering

    of the songs that are to come.

    Expect the end of the world. Laugh.

    Laughter is immeasurable. Be joyful

    though you have considered all the facts.

    So long as women do not go cheap

    for power, please women more than men.

    Ask yourself: Will this satisfy

    a woman satisfied to bear a child?

    Will this disturb the sleep

    of a woman near to giving birth?

    Go with your love to the fields.

    Lie down in the shade. Rest your head

    in her lap. Swear allegiance

    to what is nighest your thoughts.

    As soon as the generals and the politicos

    can predict the motions of your mind,

    lose it. Leave it as a sign

    to mark the false trail, the way

    you didn't go. Be like the fox

    who makes more tracks than necessary,

    some in the wrong direction.

    Practice resurrection.

Are you looking for something to do at the end of the World?

We could do far worse than plant sequoias. 

Or buy some land.

